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Abstract
Gender violence in couples, as a specific form of violence against women, is different from symmetrical violence or mutual 
combat in that it is aimed at maintaining asymmetric power relations based on gender. Self-informant scales for assessing aggression 
within dating couples are inadequate for evaluating its motives, context, and effects on the relationship. This paper analyses critical 
issues concerning the validity of dating violence scales. The VGP scale is proposed to assess to what degree psychologically abusive 
behaviour is perceived as violence.
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1. Introduction
The study of gender violence in young couples has garnered great interest in recent years, especially since the high 
incidence of this problem was revealed. Data from Spain’s Domestic and Gender Violence Observatory and from its 
General Council of the Judiciary alerted to the fact that between 2007 and 2013 a total of 1,007 boys under eighteen 
had been prosecuted for crimes or misdemeanours of gender violence, with an appreciable rise in the number of cases 
tried, according to the Annual Report of Spain’s Office of the Public Prosecutor (Annual Report of the Attorney 2012): 
as much as a 30% increase in the last year. Nonetheless, the incidence of gender violence in young couples is 
controversial in the field of psychological research, owing to the studies that subsume this type of violence in studies 
on dating violence. The prevalence studies carried out under this approach adopt forms of aggression (physical, 
psychological and sexual) as a classification typology (Follingstad, Rutledge, Berg, Hause, & Polek, 1990), without 
taking into account the context, effects, and positions of power in the relationship. The prevalence reported in these 
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studies gives similar numbers for men and women (Arias, Samios, & O' Leary, 1987; Bergman, 1992; Ely, Dulmus, 
& Wodarski, 2002; Foshee, et al., 2005; Hird, 2000; Makepeace, 1981; O’Keefe, 1997; Strauss, 2004). 
Studies carried out in Spain show the same similar numbers for men and women in the percentage of assaults carried 
out (Fernández-Fuertes & Fuertes, 2010; Hernando, García, & Montilla, 2012; González & Santana, 2001; Muñoz-
Rivas, Graña, O'Leary, & González, 2007; Sánchez, Ortega-Rivera, Ortega, & Viejo, 2008). These data come from 
scales that do not take into account the motives behind or the meaning of the assaults, or their impact on the couple’s 
relationship. In the opinion of some scholars, this has given rise to the denial or minimization of gender violence 
(Ferrer & Bosch, 2005; Bosch & Ferrer, 2012). The direct implication of this minimization in the social consequences 
of the use of instruments therefore poses a problem as to the validity of the inferences drawn from the scores. (AERA, 
NCME, & APA, 1999).
Symmetry and bidirectionality in couples violence contradicts the verification that “the person abused in a couple 
is mainly the woman” (Sebastián, et al., 2010, p. 71, my translation), the abuse being perpetrated mainly by men and 
suffered mainly by women (Heise & García-Moreno, 2003). Sex conditions the type of violence experienced. Whereas 
when men are assaulted it usually takes place outside the home and at the hands of other men, "when women are the 
victims of violent acts, in contrast, at least in the majority of cases, they are usually assaulted at home and at the hands 
of their partner" (Echeburúa & Corral, 2004, p. 98, my translation). Macro-surveys carried out by Spanish 
governmental agencies such as the Women’s Institute (Instituto de la Mujer, 2012) and European agencies such as the 
European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (2014) provide percentages and data regarding the seriousness of the 
violence directed at women by their partners or ex-partners that contradict the bidirectionality and symmetry reflected 
in the research studies on dating violence. The World Health Organization points out that the primary cause of death 
or disability in women between 16 and 44 years of age in the European Union is gender violence perpetrated by their 
partner, and that 38% of the murders of women that take place around the world are perpetrated by their partners 
(WHO, 2013). These data thus make it necessary to review the research into dating violence for possible gender bias 
(Ferrer & Bosch, 2005), and to analyse under what definitions of violence the data reported in the studies were 
obtained, and what the dating violence scales actually measure. The definition of the construct operationalised in the 
research studies determines the indicators adopted, and the latter determine the evaluation instruments used. 
The identification of violence with assault, without taking into account “other meanings that ‘violence’ refers to, 
such as ‘coercion’, ‘domination’, ‘subjection’, ‘control’,  all of them aspects of a relational and psychological nature” 
(Sebastián, et al., 2010, p. 72, my translation), is a reductionist simplification of violence in that it does not take into 
account the motives behind the abuse or its consequences, nor “the relation between male violence and the desire for 
control over the women partner” (González & Santana, 2001, p. 130). Thus, instruments such as the Tactic Conflict 
Scale (Strauss, 1979) or the Safe Dates Scale (Foshee, et al., 2005), in their multiple adaptations and versions, have 
helped to support the myths that minimize the importance of gender violence, and that consider this violence as a
mutual combat in which men and women are equally violent in the relationship (Bosch & Ferrer, 2012). 
When the reductionism of constructs in psychological research has negative effects on social groups it has been 
deemed “reactionary psychology” because it contributes to reinforcing an unjust social order instead of promoting its 
transformation (Martín Baró, Aron, & Corne, 1994). Thus, the instruments used in research studies can contribute to 
reinforcing myths about gender violence with negative effects, in that “myths serve individual psychological functions 
as well as social functions related to blaming the victim, exonerating the perpetrator, and minimizing the violence” 
(Peters, 2008, p. 1).  Therefore an examination of the validity of this research, especially in relation to the evidence 
based on testing, is especially relevant in regard to the dating violence scales. “Validity refers to the degree to which 
evidence and theory support the interpretations of test scores entailed by proposed uses of tests. Validity is, therefore, 
the most fundamental consideration in developing and evaluating tests” (AERA, NCME, & APA, 1999, p. 9). If the 
scales assessing violence in dating couple are attempting to compare the violence suffered from and perpetrated by 
women and men, then they must necessarily ensure the equivalency of the scores derived from the responses of both 
groups. Validity is “an integrated evaluative judgment of the degree to which empirical evidence and theoretical 
rationales support the adequacy and appropriateness of inferences and actions based on test scores or other modes 
of assessment” (Messick, 1989, p. 5). For this judgment to be adequate five sources of validity are needed: 1) evidence 
based on test content, 2) evidence based on response processes, 3) evidence based on internal structure, 4) evidence 
based on relations to other variables, 5) evidence based on consequences of testing (AERA, NCME, & APA, 1999). 
Scales that consider violence equal to assault pose some issues with respect to these sources of validity. 
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In regard to evidence based on test content, we have already noted the problems involved in identifying “violence” 
with “assault”. If the evaluation of the assaults (given or received) does not take into account the motives and 
consequences, it does not seem right to make inferences about violence based on these scores. The scores of assaults 
that take place in response to harassment, serious intimidation, or sexual pressure from one’s partner cannot be viewed 
as equal to assaults perpetrated in order to harass, intimidate or put sexual pressure on one’s partner. The dating 
violence scales “do not reveal whether some form of harassment or serious intimidation took place before the assault 
that would justify the female aggression” (González & Santana, 2001, p. 129, my translation). It is therefore possible 
that their contents may not be adequately reflecting the complexity of the construct.
As to evidence based on response processes, it is doubtful that women and men symbolise the construct in similar 
ways when they respond to questions about assaults received or given. Men tend to minimise their violent behaviour, 
and women tend to minimize the abuse they receive (Lorente, 2006; González & Santana, 2001; Moral de la Rubia, 
López-Rosales, Díaz-Loving, & Cienfuegos, 2011; Roca & Masip, 2011; Walker, 2009), most of their assaults being 
defensive (Fisas, 1998). Some studies on dating violence report differences according to sex in their data: women more 
frequently abuse and receive abuse, whereas men more frequently abuse without being abused themselves (Swahn, 
Alemdar, & Whitaker, 2010). However, these studies fail to examine the implications of these findings. Other studies 
analyse the social desirability of the responses without finding any differences between women and men (Fernández 
González, O´Leary, & Muñoz Rivas, 2013); however, that is not the issue that concerns us here. The difference in the 
response processes that we are examining refers to the effects of gender socialization on the ways of symbolising 
violence, and its differential legitimation as a function of sex (Bourdieu, 1998).
As expected, evidence based on internal structure reproduces the construct exactly as it is defined in the scales of 
dating violence: physical, psychological and sexual aggression. As pointed out above, the main problem is the non-
inclusion in the construct of relevant aspects of violence in couples, such as gender-based violence. The non-
exhaustivity of the categories included in the scales, as well as the context, the motives and the effects of the assaults, 
means that relevant aspects of the content are missing in the structure of this type of scale. This same problem, derived 
from the definition of the construct, is applicable to the evidence based on relations to other variables. 
The evidence based on the consequences of testing, the newest aspect in the latest psychometric standards, is also 
the most problematic one because of the social implications deriving from the use of this type of scale. The data on 
gender violence reported by the WHO, the UN and the European and national agencies mentioned above speak of the 
seriousness and scope of the violence undergone by women, removing any doubt as to its unquestionable unidirectional 
nature. The social consequences of using scales that place violence against women and men on the same level, thus 
flouting this evidence, are that the problem of gender violence remains invisible. Considering self-reported assaults 
equal to violence received and perpetrated, without taking into account the context, meaning, seriousness, effects, 
relational positions, symbolization and response styles affected by gender, etc., is a serious impediment to the validity 
of the inferences. Evidence regarding the social consequences of tests includes both the technical and social functions 
in the instrument validation process (Messick, 1980), such that “the social perspective of the problem, as one more 
facet in the validation process of a test” (Gómez-Benito, Hidalgo, & Guilera, 2010, p. 82, my translation), becomes 
of maximum importance when addressing data about the violence women have been victims of, making it the most 
extensive private crime in the world (UNIFEM, 2008).
Messick (1975) openly posited the need to assume that the decisions involved in the use of tests for specific 
objectives, like any social decision, are inevitably imbued with values in fundamentally three aspects: 1) the label 
assigned to the constructs, 2) the value connotations of the broader theories or nomological networks to which the 
constructs belong, and 3) the inevitable ideological implications of the scientists in their view of the world, society 
and science. The labelling of a construct, apparently neutral, involves value judgements  (Shepard, 1997), such that 
labelling as “violence” the self-informed aggressions either perpetrated or received, with no other considerations, leads 
to a way of looking at reality that not only makes the relational dynamics of power invisible, but also openly chooses 
to turn a blind eye to gender. It is obvious that there is a substantial difference between a “defensive assault” in response 
to abuse, and an assault that is meant to maintain the abuse (Sebastián, et al., 2010). This issue affects both the ethical 
and strictly technical aspects (Messick, 1998) and these two facets of the problem are relevant to the validity of the 
measures. The effects deriving from the use of scales make the user an “accomplice and responsible for the final value 
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of the test” (Elosúa, 2003, p. 319, my translation). The VGP scale proposed here is designed to evaluate the gender 
violence perceived in abusive conduct within a couple’s relationship.
2. Method
2.1. Variables and Instruments
The measurement context of the VGP scale is the perception of psychological gender violence in the abusive 
behaviour taking place within a couple. Indicators were specified based on work carried out with discussion groups 
addressing gender violence in young couples (Cantera, Estébanez, & Vázquez, 2009; Murillo, 2000) and on a review 
of previous studies regarding the characteristics of this type of violence (Bosch & Ferrer, 2002; Delgado, 2010; 
Delgado & Mergenthaler, 2011a; Escudero, Polo, López, & Aguilar, 2005; Lorente, 2006; Walker, 2009).
Then indicators of gender violence were identified: Control, Harassment, Isolation, Jealousy, Discrediting, 
Affective indifference, Sexual pressure, Emotional manipulation, and Treats. A battery of 47 items was drawn up, 
based on these indicators, and some of them were taken from other scales. A Likert format was used, with responses 
ranging from 0 (no violence perceived) to 6 (violence clearly perceived).
2.2. Participants
The participants comprised 1338 Spanish adolescents and young people, students in secondary education and 
university: 535 men (40%) and 803 women (60%), with ages ranging between 15 and 30 (mean=20.29; standard 
deviation=2.95).
2.3. Internal Structure
Principal components analysis with oblimin rotation provided a solution of two components that explain 66.865 % 
of the variance, with a correlation between them of 0.806. The final scale contained 22 items with discrimination 
indices (corrected homogeneity) that oscillate between 0.589 and 0.839. Reliability as estimated by Cronbach’s alpha 
was 0.965 for the whole scale; 0.940 for dimension 1 (35.808% of variance), and 0.951 for dimension 2 (31.057% of 
variance):
Table 1. Configuration of rotated components matrix
1 2 ITEM
.969 -.099 Can’t control his temper when he gets angry with her
.967 -.068 Threatens to make her life impossible if she leaves him
.958 -.103 Pressures her to have sex
.955 -.076 Hits, throws or breaks objects when arguing with her
.888 .019 Threatens to do something to her if she leaves him and won’t go back to him
.793 .102 Punishes her emotionally when she doesn’t do what he wants  
.664 .264 Considers that she owes herself to him and that her life should turn around him
.663 .247 Makes it clear that he is “in charge”
.631 .240 Blames her for how bad he feels because she doesn’t do what he wants 
.592 .126 Imposes sexual paly she doesn’t want to do or that disgust her 
.580 .088 Through his behaviour he makes her feel relation that he is the one in control of the relationship
-.107 .874 Denies or doesn’t recognise his mistakes, never apologises 
-.074 .863 He tests her (sets traps for her) to find out to what extent she loves him
-.040 .834 Stands her up with no explanation
-.029 .823 Doesn’t take her into account, makes decisions without consulting her or asking for her opinion
.012 .803 Gets jealous if she receives phone calls
.045 .720 Wants to know everything she does, where she is, and who she’s with when she’s not with him  
.247 .623 Calls and messages her constantly to know what she’s doing 
.243 .613 Accuses her of flirting when he sees her talking to other boys   
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.198 .577 Tells her who she can go out with and who she can’t 
.230 .566 Tells her to change the way she dresses,  wears her hair or does her make-up
.391 .517 Goes through her personal objects (handbag, datebook…) without her permission
Two components consistent with the gender violence theory are identified:
1) Hostile Domination: agglutinates threatening behaviour and sexual pressure. 
2) Controlling-Possessive Domination: agglutinates behaviours of jealousy, control of time and objects, as well 
as control of relations with others.
2.4. Relation to other variables
Negative correlations with hostile sexism (-.569) and benevolent sexism (-.469) show the expected relation between 
these variables and the ability to detect gender violence. The same occurs with respect to psychological abuse received
(-.451), because of its effect on tolerance of violence. In contrast, the capacity to detect harassment in the workplace 
correlates positively with the capacity to detect dating couple gender violence (.874).
3. Conclusion
The contradiction between the findings of studies on dating violence and the data on gender violence as reported by
international agencies poses questions as to the construct validity of the inferences made based on the scores of dating 
violence scales. The assessment of violence in dating couples should include gender-based violence, the relevance of 
which has been shown in the incidence and seriousness of this social problem. The VGP scale proposed to assess the 
ability to detect gender violence in dating couples is shown to be a reliable instrument with three sources of validity: 
evidence based on content, internal structure and relations with other variables. The construct indicators were devised 
from theory and from the qualitative analysis of the ways in which gender violence is experienced by the young 
couples to which the instrument is addressed. The behaviours reflected in the scale items thus constitute a 
representative sample of the gender violence behaviours, based on categories that emerged from discussion groups, 
ensuring an adequate representation of the behaviours of interest. The internal structure likewise reproduces two highly 
reliable and interrelated dimensions: hostile domination, less detected by persons with more hostile sexism, and 
possessive-controlling domination, less detected by persons with more benevolent sexism.
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